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ABSTRACT
This research paper acknowledges Man-Environment Studies and in particular Amos Rapoport’s
theory about how socio-cultural factors - people’s lifestyles, believes, symbolic systems, etc. -
affect the final form of the built environment, to show how the intangible legacy of traditional
settlement, dwelling and cultural patterns is creatively reinvented in contemporary Australian
architecture sensitive to place and culture.
Practicing an architectural approach which aims at responding to specific local contexts in a
culturally and environmentally appropriate way, Richard Leplastrier is among the first Australian
architects to locally pursue the “critical regionalism” which Kenneth Frampton defined in the ‘80s
as a dialectical expression which <<self-consciously seeks to deconstruct universal modernism
in terms of values and images which are locally cultivated, while at the same time adulterating
these autochthonous elements with paradigms drawn from alien sources>>1. Environmental,
cultural and technological issues are at the heart of his work. His design focuses on ecological
aspects, with particular concern for material waste minimization and energy saving.
His buildings materialize the idea of a tent-like architecture - a lightweight canopy to live under -
which embodies the typical laidback and outdoor-oriented Australian lifestyle. They are designed
to be attuned to local climate, like a sailing boat that is adjusted to the wind. Finally, they speak
of people’s habits, lifestyle preferences, social and cultural values, all embodied in a rational and
functionalist architecture which sits in the landscape like a form of garment, aiming to suit the
users’ life by leaving space to their personal interpretation.
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Introduction
Over the last decades designers have shown a growing interest in the definition of     abstract
languages ensuing solely from their personal creativity, free from any social and environmental
commitment: the result is a virtual picture of the world ignoring everyday real problems. Most of
contemporary architecture seems to disregard, beyond any statement of principle, the planet
social and environmental degradation and all possible strategic measures which might be
implemented to stop it from going on.
Besides, the dominant trend towards an architecture which emphasizes communication over all
other functions catches on thanks to the property speculation interests lying behind the most
well-known buildings.
Nevertheless, this is a condition deeply rooted in a centuries-old building culture.
Architecture has elaborated over the time a language abstracted from the context:  through
temples, monuments, tombs, palaces, squares, cities a “high-style” language, often difficult to be
decoded by non-experts, has emerged, aimed at distinguishing buildings from their
surroundings. The more they stood out the more charming they were, the more able to manifest
power and idealize function.
For instance, a mansion of the 16th century would not attune itself to the local morphology, it
would rather adjust that to its presence. A mansion of the 16th century was not concerned about
heating: it has rooms as big as palaces, fireplaces as big as rooms and needed to fell down
forests to stock them up. In that lied its diversity from vernacular environments which were, on
the contrary, much more concerned about energy saving as well as the cost-effectiveness of
building and maintenance operations.
Style is an integral part of architecture and to someone it is architecture, the rest of construction
not worth of being considered architecture. Contemporaneous with style, vernacular building is
as diffused as neglected a practice, even though more environmentally and socially valuable,
because it does not speak the language of high-style culture and, as a matter of course, it can’t
be named architecture.
Over the last centuries the houses of the westerners and those of the peoples living in their
colonies have been subject to style for decorum, imitation, power or ideological reasons as in
the case of the Modern Movement. With the result of identifying the same requirements for all
humans, as following from the theoretically correct assumption of common human rights, then
turned into universal standards.
This has led to the homologation of needs and desires which is cultural aberration as such and
to trade liberalisation, market globalisation and the consequent erosion of local cultures.
Surprisingly homologation of customs, languages and forms is a common goal among major
ideologies, monotheist religions and markets.
Local communities and cultures, unrelated to such theorizations and economic interests, have
been seen as a burden and subjected to profound transformations: their economic and social
self-government capacity has been compromised, their culture marginalized and sometimes
destroyed. The aggressive homologation has caused the loss of technical skills and of the
custom of building according to individual and community needs as well as to their interrelation
with the local environment.
The return to a regional language which acknowledges local community skills and customs and
responds to the environment seems fundamental to preserve cultural identities and technical
skills and to enrich architecture. But also to reduce energy consumptions, because adopting
technological solutions which are place and function specific contributes to minimize energy
consumption and the environmental impact of construction. Environmentally sensitive design
cannot, in fact, follow a trend or style but has to respond to the specific environmental as well as
social and cultural characteristics of place. It will produce buildings that are diverse, organic and
heterogeneous as much as diverse, organic and heterogeneous communities are.
Such design, unlike “global architectural design”, does not aim at producing monumental or
iconic works. It aims at addressing the needs of small communities and individuals. Millions of
small communities exist all over the world. Global architecture seeks their common elements,
while local architecture seeks their differences. These two operational modes do not
complement each other because they are driven by opposing interests and motivations.
Architecture cannot have the pretensions to ensue from one cultural matrix only, must not aim at
serving only well-to-do and powerful people. It must go back to those building traditions which
have for millennia produced shelters for the inhabitants of this planet and address the issue of
how they want and need to live today. Of how they would like to live if they could choose, if they
were not overwhelmed by market impositions, if they could establish their own relations in their
own territories.
Ultimately, the role of the designer is to interpret human needs and aspirations and try to design
buildings that contribute to strengthen human relationships and allow to have living spaces
tailored on people’s lifestyle preferences.
Built environment and lifestyle preferences, dwelling patterns and design
The built environment is, according to the cross-cultural research field called Environment-
Behaviour Research which interfaces social sciences with environmental design, a social and
cultural product of Man-Environment relations, ruled by natural factors - climate, natural
resources, topography, etc. - technical factors - materials available, economic resources,
technical skills, etc. - socio-cultural factors - ethical and aesthetic principles, lifestyles, social
behaviours, political, economic, social structures, etc.. It is the physical expression of a set of
socio-cultural values and customs which materialize in built forms in which communities can
identify themselves inasmuch as they actively take part in the process. That is the case with
vernacular environments, where every man-made transformation, every technical act ensues
from a close interdependence between ends and means, purposes and modes of building.
Vernacular architecture, in fact, is an exemplary material expression of people’s social customs,
cultural values, functional requirements embodied in forms that are direct, rational, logical,
environmental efficient and humane at the same time, since deriving from the active involvement
of users. At the heart of it lies a cause and effect relation between settlement and dwelling
patterns and building typology, cultural and symbolic values and architectural language,
environmental issues of ventilation, lighting, sun control, material recycling and technological
solutions.
A relation which has progressively weakened in industrial and post-industrial societies where
tremendous advances in technology have allowed the use of standardised materials and
construction techniques on a worldwide scale, thus contributing to the progressive loss of the
cultural legitimacy that building previously had as technical activity deeply affected by the
availability of local resources, labour, skills.
The result is represented by architectural approaches overlooking the social, cultural and
anthropological dimension of design to the exclusive benefit of economic, physical or formal
considerations, thus generating a split between material and social culture. Because of that,
human society suffers a deep rift with the environment, the built form lacks a socially shared
symbolic dimension and communities are deprived of the right of transforming their living
spaces, which brings about a condition of physical, psychological, perceptive unease toward
what is currently designed and built.
What the built environment today seems to lack is cultural legitimacy which can be established
by fostering a dialectical relationship between the designer and the cultural legacy of the country
where he works - the repertoire of folk images, technical solutions and cultural symbols resulting
from historical transmission and stratification - as well as a real collaborative involvement of the
users in the creation of their living environments.
In practice, that occurs by recovering a shared building culture which is able to create
comfortable and functional spaces suited to the occupants’ real needs as well as recognised and
accepted by them, and by considering design and construction as interconnected phases of the
same process of which the designer is the mouthpiece through his poetics and the technological
means provided by our society.
Culturally legitimate the built environment means to assume that human transformations of the
natural environment do not occur on a tabula rasa, but on a well-defined setting of which the
designer must identify physical and anthropic characters - the so-called genius loci - and reveal
them through architectural means, thus expressing the tension between natural and built
environment, the local and the universal.
Milestone in the understanding of how Man relates to the Environment in order to produce
context-specific design is House, form and culture, one of the first texts to explore issues of
symbolic and cultural meaningfulness in the built environment.
Amos Rapoport, the author, uses vernacular architecture as a paradigm to demonstrate which
factors are determinant in moulding the built environment and relating settlement to housing
patterns of a given community. He comes to the conclusion that, given the great variety of built
forms found in very similar settings, climate, materials, construction and technology would not
determine the final configuration of settlements and dwellings, but would act as modifying
factors, while socio-cultural variables would act as form determinants in providing a framework of
rules, directions, schemata about how to
behave, design and build (fig. 1).
According to this theory, behavioural
patterns would translate culture into built
form through design and, since design is
meant to address human needs, it is
necessary to understand how humans
behave, what preferences they have, how
they relate to the surrounding environment
in order to respond accordingly.
Rapoport also states that the built
environment provides cues for appropriate
human behaviours and, therefore, it can
be seen as a form of non-verbal Fig. 1
communication, according to which the design of the environment is seen as a process of
encoding information, while the users are seen as the subjects decoding it. If the code is not
shared, not understood or inappropriate, the environment does not communicate. That implies
man-environment relations must be seen in terms of congruity between human values,
expectations, behaviours and the natural environment’s physical features.
The built environment can be described as organization of meaning - through materials, forms
and details the environment conveys meaning which may coincide with space organization or
may represent a symbolic system - organization of time - spatial and temporal aspects interact
and influence one another - organization of communication - the built environment’s spatial
features reflect who communicates with whom, under what conditions, how, where.
The designer plays a pivotal role in pursuing congruity between the physical and symbolic
dimension of the environment and, therefore, in shaping the image the users perceive of it,
against which they assess its cultural appropriateness.
Vernacular architecture proves to be a model of culturally congruent built environments,
because it is able to clearly communicate to its users since it has been built on the basis of their
socio-cultural codes and is able to adjust to varying contextual conditions with open-endedness,
dynamism and organicity.
For a contemporary architecture which aims at being environmentally conscious as well as
culturally and socially appropriate vernacular buildings provide an inspiring example of not self-
referential objects - that is formal abstractions independent of the process they originate from -
but rather of inevitable products of the ongoing social and technological advance. In particular,
their environmental responsiveness ensues from the exploitation of locally sourced materials
and available labour and the direct involvement of users in the construction process, leading to a
low-embodied energy and self-sufficient built environment, according to a balanced interplay
between man and nature, human skills and natural resources.
Their socio-cultural appropriateness originates from the idea of the built environment as a means
to preserve the social habits of a given community, materialized in its spatial and formal
organization as well as in its use patterns.
Therefore, the challenge contemporary architectural design must face is not to nostalgically or
uncritically recover vernacular styles or languages, but to learn from the principles they
presuppose in order to create built forms which are functional, culturally and socially meaningful
as well as environmentally efficient.
Regional architecture in Australia. Richard Leplastrier’s approach
This challenge seems to be represented by what is called “regional” or “new vernacular”
architecture, defined as an intention <<to reflect by analogous inspiration the characteristics of
local buildings, their scale in particular…to concentrate on the use of materials, the landscape,
the local culture or even no more than the idea of continuity with past>> (Richardson, 2001)2.
An attitude to design which is being taken in Australia by an increasing number of architects
committed to culturally and environmentally appropriately respond to local contexts. Respect for
landscape and people is the main lesson they try to implement in their works, in pursuit of a
sustainable architecture which is also culturally and socially appropriate. Their buildings
establish a strong cultural and ecological relationship between architecture and its context: by
re-interpreting traditional Australian building types, construction techniques and lifestyles, by
being inspired by Aboriginal people’s usage of lifting their shelters above the ground in order to
preserve the land from permanent damages, by adopting either traditional or industrial building
processes, using local, eco-friendly, recycled materials, designing ventilation and lighting
passive systems to guarantee energy and environmental efficiency.
This approach results in a sensitive interpretation of the architecture-landscape relation through
works that are culture and space specific: a “new regionalism”, able to combine past and present
without generating contrasts, to overcome the tradition-modernity dichotomy through a constant
critical interpretation of the past.
The design approach and work of Richard Leplastrier, 1999 RAIA Gold Medal and pioneer since
the 1970s with Glenn Murcutt of an authentic Australian architectural regionalism, exemplifies an
idea of architecture as a means to give voice to the spirit of place by responding to climate,
meeting the users’ lifestyle preferences as well as conveying a powerful image of buildings
visually and technologically attuned to the site. Leplastrier represents an amazing living example
of a design approach and lifestyle based on simplicity, honesty, openness, connectedness and
care for people and nature.
To understand the uniqueness of his architectural approach it is necessary to go back to his life
and work experiences: the Tasmanian childhood, the early architectural practice at Jørn Utzon’s
office and the educational experience in Japan under Professor Tomoya Masuda. The love for
timber construction as well as the passion for sailing no doubt date back to the years spent as a
child in Tasmania, when he would be deeply affected by his dad’s passion for sailing boats to
the point of keeping in mind boat construction when later designing in wood. Many of his houses
are, in fact, built out of ply and timber and conceived of as a skiff, provided with frames, stringers
and cladding.
The deep understanding of nature and the wish to pursue rationality in architecture are a legacy
drawn from his apprenticeship at the office of the Danish architect of the Sydney Opera House,
where he would learn how to solve complicated issues in simple ways, gain an acute
understanding of natural phenomena, capture the spirit of site and convey its powerfulness
through technology and materials.
Finally, he drew from Professor Tomoya Masuda a genuine interest in the roots of language as a
means to understand the origin of things, in particular to investigate the anthropological, cultural
and social dimension of design, as well as an interest in understatement, implication over
explication, the power of whispering rather screaming in architecture. Lowest common
denominator of all these experiences was a profound affection for the landscape and respect for
the origins of culture.
The legacy of Leplastrier’s architectural education can be traced both in his personal design
method and in the original technological features of his works, which stand alone in the
panorama of contemporary Australian architecture.
As for his design method, a first aspect is represented by the site analysis: he would be, as
occurred for many buildings, camping on site many days and nights to observe it, survey it,
follow animals and sun movement and register the ground contours and the subtlest climate
changes. That would allow him to get absorbed in the spirit of place and embody this in the final
design, but above all to draw, in its dual meaning of drawing concept sketches, plans, sections
and of pulling out meaning from the site.
A second aspect is represented by a minimalist approach pursuing functionality and simplicity in
dealing with both space and technology. In particular, he combines the responsiveness to
climate typical of traditional Australian building typologies such as rural and industrial sheds with
the lesson of rationality learnt from modern Japanese architecture, generating a singular
synthesis of local and universal demands.
A third aspect is represented by his custom of collaborative working with the builders, assisting
them with working drawings and sometimes helping to fabricate structures and components in
workshops from where they are shipped to remote sites.
A forth aspect is represented by a singular timber construction technique, based on the use of
sustainable plantation timber or second hand
hardwoods and the preference for bolts and self-
drilling wood fasteners instead of nails, allowing easy
dismantling, reassembly and material reclamation.
This technique, derived from Japanese tea houses
which can be virtually taken apart and transported
anywhere to be put up again, has been progressively
perfected over a number of projects acting as a
prototypical starting point for the following ones.
The architectural result of this approach is represented
by:
- volumes which sit at ease in the landscape, often
connected by elevated footbridges (fig. 2): they
embody the archetypal idea of the Aboriginal
shelter consisting in a platform with canopy, a minimal structure to protect from the elements;
- building envelopes made of canvas or timber panels that fold up or slide away as well as
roofs that open up to the sky: they nurtures a
feeling of connectedness to the landscape, by
removing common physical in-out boundaries, and
materialize an idea of technology as a means to
adjust the building to the climate through inventive
solutions (fig. 3, 4);
- interiors which are never displayed all at once but
gradually revealed through sequential plan
arrangements and filtered light, representing the
destination of a journey which starts outside and
terminates in the very heart of the building (fig. 5):
they instil serenity and accommodate objects,
people and nature with the same easiness.
All these aspects generate an “aesthetic of scarcity”3,
devoid of decoration, reduced to the essential through
fine detailing, which through a language speaking of
simplicity of things and life confirms architecture’s
moral and social value. Aesthetic associated to ethic:
precision, functionality, craft of details as well as use
of a limited palette of building materials, accurately
Fig. 2
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selected for their low-embodied energy give
architecture a “sustainable” beauty, one which springs
from roots and context and has no need to rely on
foreign models or materials or styles. The aesthetic of
sustainability lies at the heart of Leplastrier’s
regionalism, consisting in his response to climate,
people, culture and history aimed at preserving
Australian cultural identities and environmental
resources.
Leplastrier’s architectures are culturally sensitive in
that they establish the same attitude of understanding,
respect and preservation towards people, landscape,
nature, materials.
In particular, they don’t dominate the site, but rather
stand gently and lightly on it to avoid topography, flora
and fauna disruption. They materialize the idea of the
house as a camp extension, space reduced to the
minimum, in that conveying the same hospitality and
laidback lifestyle typical of Aboriginal people, the basic
nature of their early settlements and the idea of
gathering around a hearth to celebrate a social rite.
Finally, they extraordinarily fit the Australian
preference for outdoor living, challenging conventional
standards of comfort and physically connecting man to
nature by exposing him to rain, wind, sun, sounds and
smells (fig. 6).
Leplastrier’s architectures are also environmentally
sensitive in that they adopt a number of design
strategies to minimize the impact of construction on
nature: rammed earth walls for thermal mass, recycled
timber, small lightweight components to facilitate
transportation to remote sites, prefabrication and on-
site dry-assembly to allow easy operation and
dismantling for future reclamation and reassembly,
wide roof overhangs to shade north walls from the
harsh summer sun (fig. 7).
His buildings are conceived as structures which can
be adjusted to climatic shifts - like a yacht adjusts to
wind changes - in that implying the active involvement
of users, who are requested to learn how “to sail” them
for thermal comfort and smooth operation.
A deep and wide knowledge of building structures and
materials allows Leplastrier to assign new uses to
traditional materials and techniques and to invent
unconventional solutions to solve common issues: a
stringed system to operate canvas roof lights (fig. 8), a
hydraulic ram to lift a kite roof, canvas screens which
Fig. 7
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can be removed revealing the timber framing of the openings. Materials adopted are both
industrial - such as aluminium and copper corrugated iron and steel frames - and traditional such
as timber or canvas skilfully assembled to become sunscreens or roofing.
Two case studies
LEPLASTRIER HOUSE, LOVETT BAY, NSW, 1994.
Located north of Sydney on a flooded sunken river
valley that can be reached only by ferry, on the fringe
of the Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park, this tiny one-
room house is Leplastrier’s family retreat into nature.
The design, ensuing from the architect’s idea that
there is no need for a house for most of the year in
that location, materializes a primeval need for shelter:
a floor and a roof.
Floor and roof are, in fact, the most striking
architectural features of the design, responding
through generous sectional profiles to local climate
and users’ lifestyle (fig. 9).
The floor of the house, an elevated timber floor resting
on concrete footings, extends beyond the walls
towards the landscape to create a continuous deck
which wraps around, stepping and projecting towards
the water. It creates a verandah as natural extension
of the house, a place for gathering, eating, playing (fig.
10).
The roof is a cantilever corrugated iron gable roof with
secondary overhangs which shade the verandah and
openings. It shelters the deck from the elements and
keeps the summer sun out.
The room, where sleeping, drawing, warming up at the
fireplace occurs in the same open space, is
complemented with few outdoor basic facilities: a
kitchen, a timber bath joined to a stove and a separate
bathroom-laundry pod.
The house opens up to the surroundings when the plywood panels of the entrance front lift up
and get fixed underneath the roof (fig. 11) and the
timber shutters and canvas screens on the opposite
front are respectively folded out and removed. When
all panels are up the cliffs in front become the actual
walls of the house while the floor extends out to the
surface of the water which goes up and down every
six hours with the tide, and that's part of the floor of
the house.
Fig. 9
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The result is a building which breathes, becomes part
of the natural environment around, subject to its
cycles and rhythms.
The environmental comfort is passively achieved by
means of cross-ventilation through the breathable
envelope, natural lighting allowed by circular openings
in the plywood panels clad in removable canvas
screens, sun control provided by roof overhangs and
timber shutters (fig. 12). All timber components are
made of local plantation timber and recycled timber.
They were manufactured in a workshop and, because
of the isolation of the site, they were detailed to be as
lightweight and easily assembled as possible in order
to be brought in by water.
BIRABAHN ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER
COMMUNITY CENTRE, NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY
CALLAGHAN CAMPUS, NSW, 2003.
Built on the indigenous peoples’ Awabakal land
named Birahban, this learning centre ensues from an
intensive collaborative work between the Aboriginal
clients and the project team.
The participatory design process led to turn the early
straight concept design into an angled one which
would symbolically evoke the natural bush path
existing prior to clearing as well as materialize the
Aboriginal idea of life as journey within nature (fig. 13).
Another symbolic feature is the shape of the building
resembling an eagle hawk, totem of the Awabakal
people, with its head facing north, the eastern and
western wings hovering over the adjoining pond and
surrounding paddock, the south tail fanning out
towards west.
Furthermore, the building is, like Aboriginal caves,
entered through the ends via a staircase at the south
end and a footbridge at the north end joining with the
original pathway.
With offices, lecture rooms and facilities arranged
along the spine corridor, the building focuses on the
central hub, a double-height communal open space
provided with a central fireplace which evokes the
indigenous habit of gathering around the hearth,
nurtures the community spirit and reinforce the
domestic scale of the building.
This room can open up to the landscape by electrically
operating a huge fire-station glass door which can
Fig. 13
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completely fold out, turning the space into a sort of big
verandah (fig. 14). Distinctive architectural feature of
the design is the soaring angled corrugated iron roof
plane, supported by two rows of columns along the
circulation spine - reading as trees replacing the
original ones of the site - which tapers at both ends
(fig. 15).
Sunlight spills into the rooms through a perforated ply
ceiling and translucent corrugated polycarbonate
panels underneath the roof, so that lecture rooms
benefit from diffused daylight. Under-roof ventilation is
guaranteed by roof vents positioned in the void
between roofing and ceiling; cross ventilation occurs
through external glazed sliding doors and windows at
both levels and glazed louvres located in the upper
part of the corridor partitions on the first level; finally,
stack effect helping hot air exhaustion occurs through
metal grids embedded in the first floor slab.
Tactile reference to local soil is provided by a continuous 600mm thick ochre rammed earth wall
- named “the spirit wall” - accommodating showcases for art display, which run all along the
corridor on the ground floor, and by external compressed fibre cement cladding (fig. 16). This
blends the building into the landscape and gives it a warm tone which has the result of reducing
its visual impact.
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Fig. 4 - Palm House, Northern Beaches, Sydney, NSW, 1974-76.
Fig. 5 - Plan of the Rainforest House, Mapleton, QSL, 1988-91.
Fig. 6 - Tom Uren House, Balmain, Sydney, NSW, 1988-92.
Fig. 7 - Cloudy Bay Retreat, Balmain, Bruny Island, TAS, 1996, with David Travalia.
Fig. 8 - Richard Leplastrier looking at the stringer system which operates the canvas roof lights
of the Blue Mountains House and Studio, Leura, NSW, 1997-98, 2000.
Fig. 9 - Leplastrier House, Lovett Bay, Sydney, NSW, 1994.
Fig. 10 - Plan and section of the house and bathroom-laundry pod.
Fig. 11 - Plywood wall panels up, turning the interiors into a covered outdoor room.
Fig. 12 - Circular openings with plywood shutters fixed to the roof beams.
Fig. 16
Fig. 13 - Birabahn Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community Centre, Newcastle University
Callaghan Campus, NSW, 2003.
Fig. 14 - Columned circulation space on the first floor with the double-height communal space in
the background.
Fig. 15 - Ground floor plan and section through common rooms showing respectively the
arrangement of rooms along the columned circulation spine and the hovering roof and
secondary overhangs for sun control.
Fig. 16 - Ochre coloured fibre cement walls shaded by pergolas, aluminium overhangs under a
broad corrugated iron parasol roof.
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